Register Ramblings

Permission, Privacy and Publication
A bit of excitement occurred this month when one of our most professional recorders found that his interest in a vertical dial on a house in Buckinghamshire was unwelcome.  Fortunately for the Society this sort of incident is very rare. I only know of three or four occasions where we have received a flat and forceful ‘No’ from an owner.  In the present case the dial is on a house called ‘Dial House’ and our man had been trying to get to see it close up for some time.  At last, on this arrival he found a man tending the garden.  He was welcomed in, specifically given permission many times for each of the different shots and he duly took pictures, answered questions about the motto and the dial face and then left his card together with a Society leaflet and finally departed on the most friendly terms.  All seemed well. The trouble was that this man was the gardener and not the owner. 
The next day our man received an irate phone call from the owner refusing to let the dial be recorded and insisting that all photographs be destroyed. This has raised interesting questions about the law of implied permission that, in law, can be granted by an employee and that side of the matter is still being resolved.  However the interesting thing for us here is that this particular dial is also easily visible from the road and as such, of course, it can safely and legally be recorded from there whether or not the owner gives ‘permission’.

Naturally, it is usually desirable to have the opportunity to get closer to any dial in order better to record its size and details and in such circumstances, it is always important first to seek permission from the owner or keeper. As we all know sometimes that permission is not immediately forthcoming and the owner needs to be assured that only Society Members and the Heritage organisations will have access to the records. Sometimes going through with them the many advantages behind having a dial recorded will help and of course as a last resort there is the possibility of having their dial recorded but with the exact location omitted from any published Register entry.  
This latter facility should only be mentioned when it is absolutely clear to the Recorder that the dial might be vulnerable to theft or vandalism, or, very rarely, for a few other reasons.  The final decision on confidentiality has to be that of the Registrar of the day because the dial may already be recorded and therefore its location already in the public domain, it may be visible from a public place like the one mentioned above or its details may be known to be available from other sources.  Notwithstanding this however, it is fair to say that when there is any real question of security and especially if the Recorder has made a legitimate request for confidentiality, I always err on the side of caution and will appropriately restrict the record details.  Yet, we should only make such offers in cases of real need. After all, if every dial were to be so recorded, regardless of how small the risk to the dial may be, there would be little value in publishing a National Register and then by our secrecy we could well be in violation of the public benefit requirement of our charitable status.
As mentioned above there are many reasons why any owner should actually want to have their dial recorded and I can supply a small leaflet to any Recorder who thinks it might be useful to have such information to hand when next they ask permission of an owner to record their dial. Just drop me a line and I shall post one to you.
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